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With economic discontent in the country, and Gladstone thun-
dering against the premier on provincial platforms., the opposi-
tion at Westminster began to pull itself together. In 1877 the
whig leaders first supported the radical demand for the extension
of a popular franchise to the county constituencies. Hartington
spoke for it; Gladstone gave it his vote; only Lowe and Goschen
remained aloof A by-election in 1876 had brought Chamber-
lain to the house as member for a safe seat in Birmingham; and
the new method of political organization, which held that city
for radicalism, began to spread its tentacles outside, A great
step was taken when on 31 May 1877, with Mr. Gladstone's
presence and blessing, the National Liberal Federation came to
birth. Its first head-quarters were at Birmingham, and Cham-
berlain was its first president. Ostensibly formed to extend to the
liberal party all over the country the benefits of organization on
the Birmingham model ("the Caucus', as it was then called), it
served also to strengthen radicals against whigs within the ranks
which uneasily combined them.
Another cloud which began gathering in these years was that
of a militant agitation for Irish Home Rule. The phrase 'Home
Rule' had been invented by Isaac Butt,1 as a more positive and
less offensive version of the old demand for 'RepeaP of the union.
The movement was launched under his inspiration at a Dublin
meeting in 1870; and in 1874 it carried some 59 seats at the
general election. In that year and the three following Butt, who
was both an able and a winning speaker, put his case before the
house of commons in a conciliatory and constitutional manner.
He was uniformly ignored and rebuffed. In April 1877, when
his party's annual home rule motion was defeated by 417 votes
to 67, only one English member (Sir Wilfred Lawson) spoke for
it, and only eight gave it their votes. The result was that certain
of Butt's followers, who preferred more drastic methods, gained
the upper hand; and in 1878 he resigned the Irish leadership,
and made way for them.
The chief to displace him was Charles Stewart Parnell, a young
man of whom we caught a glimpse in the last chapter. Parnell
entered parliament at a by-election in April 1875; and by a coin-
1 B. iBig; educated at Trinity College, Dublin, where he was professor of
political economy 1^36-41, At first conservative, and opposed O'Gonnell; 1852-
63, in parliament aa liberal conservative*; 1865-9, appeared as counsel for all the
Fenian prisoners; i#yi>-$, ant as home ruler. Like Parnell, was a proteatant; d.